THE   REPUBLIC  OF  CHINA                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             339
Chinese harbours which was open to foreign commerce at the
conclusion of the so-called ' Opium War' between England and
China in 1840-42.
To the south of the Yang-tze delta lies Hang-chow, which
Marco Polo knew as Kinsai, and in the east Su-chow, the name of
which suggests tea. The suggestion is correct The lower part of
the Yang-tze valley is very fertile, and it was for this reason that
Nanking, which is situated where the Yang-tze begins its delta,
was for a long time not only the most important city of central
China but also the residence of its emperor.
Partly on account of its historical past and partly on account of
its strategic position, half-way between Canton and Peking, and
partly because it is not directly menaced by the guns of foreign
warships, the city of Nanking was chosen as the centre of that
government which at the moment of writing seems to be the
* official government' of China.
As for southern China, it is a mountainous country and, although
it cultivates tea and silk and cotton, it has always been a compara-
tively poor region. Once upon a time it was covered with forests,
but die forests were cut down and the soil was washed away by the
rain, and the bare rocks remained. Hence wholesale emigration to
all parts of the world which have not yet passed laws restricting the
number of Chinese immigrants.
The most important city in southern China is Canton, which is
the main harbour of import into China, just as Shanghai is the
most important centre for exporting to Europe. At the mouth of
the Canton river (the city itself is a few miles inland) lie two
foreign possessions* On the right bank, Macao, all that remains of
the Portuguese possessions in China and now merely a sort of
Oriental Monte Carlo, and Hong-Kong, an island which the
English took during the Opium War and have kept ever since.
Of the two islands off the coast of southern China, Hai-nan is
still Chinese, but Formosa, an old Dutch colony, has belonged to
Japan since the Chinese-Japanese war of 1894-95.
Ninety per cent of the Chinese are, always have been, and
probably always will be fanners who live on their own products
and starve when there is a bad season. But forty-eight harbours